Red Bird 



It's October 18 , 2018, 32 days since the launch of Operation Red Bird, a mission to send 
a rover to Mars to take high-definition photos. And now, the capsule containing the rover is 
finally nearing its target, Mars. People back at SpaceX, the corporation mainly funding and 
leading the operation, have been working day and night to ensure a safe delivery for this rover. 
Ever since September 16th, 1 l;52pm, when the rocket containing the rover first launched, there 
has been at least 25 people working at once to ensure that the capsule is on course, has plenty of 
fuel, and that there is no structural damage to the capsule or rover. 

Patrick Edward McKinney, the leader of the group overseeing Red Bird's safe travel, has 
been working at SpaceX since 2002, when it was founded. Before that, he'd worked at NASA 
for over 10 years. He's seen the inside and out of the business, and knows what he's doing when 
it comes to space exploration. He's led over 5 different missions, one sending a satellite into 
orbit around Earth, another a rover onto the moon. Patrick is a veteran in this field, and his whole 
team looks up to him. 

The mission has been going surprisingly well, there have been no hiccups so far 
throughout the mission, as Red Bird and its capsule have had no issues. It's been smooth sailing. 
McKinney has barely even gone home with all the work he's been doing at the Buzz E. Aldrin 
Space Center hi Norfolk News, VA. McKinney moved out here from Houston, where he worked 
at the Lyndon B. Johnson Space Center, a famous center for human spaceflight training, 
research, and flight control. For 3 years he oversaw all astronaut training, and then for 9 years 
worked in the flight control department, guiding various missions. But since 2002, McKinney 



has never had a job better than SpaceX, and loves the year-round beautiful weather of Newport 

News. 

Now, the Mars rover has only approximately four days to landing on the red planet. All 
levels in the capsule are good. McKinney comes in on October 19th, ready to prepare the final 
precautions before launching the landing phase. 

"Good morning, everybody!" Patrick says enthusiastically as he puts his jacket on the 
back of his chair. Various greetings are heard from many as he settles into his desk, and looks 
over his team, like a emperor overseeing his empire. He looks up at the giant status screen 
projected on the front of the room. Patrick, regardless of having done many missions, still feels a 
very excited feeling when missions are nearing completion. He decides to take a stroll around the 
office and check in with some of his subordinates. Patrick decides to touch base with Dwight 
Ryder, his Chief Flight Engineer and second-in-command for the mission. 

"Hey Dwight! How's the crimson eagle flyin'?" Patrick says as he pulls up a chair to 
look over Dwight's shoulder onto his various computer monitors. 

"Hey, boss! So far, so good. The fuel tanks are a little bit fuller than we would have 
expected, which means the fuel bum has declined, but that isn't limiting the engines, as the speed 
and thrust rates are still as they should be," Dwight replies, his eyes stuck to the monitors, doing 
a million things at once. 

"Great! Just let me know if that changes," Patrick replies. 

"Will do!" 

Patrick settles back down at his desk, and takes a long sip of coffee. He can already feel 
like today will be a long one. He did not have a good night of sleep the night previous, as he was 



worried about the mission. He can't help but think, because the mission has gone so well, 
something just is going to go wrong. He can't tell what, big or small, but he can feel something. 
Something isn't right with Red Bird. He tries to shake it off and return to work. He looks up 
again at the giant screen at the front of the room. It's currently 9:49 am. People have been 
working in intermittent shifts all night. The ETA countdown timer is currently at 1:15:48:14. 1 
days, 15 hours, 48 minutes, and 14 seconds. Patrick sighs. That's how long it is until he can stop 
worrying so much. 

A couple hours or so passes and Patrick has been buzzing around the office all day trying 
to coordinate everything for the final stage of the mission. He returns to his desk, plops down in 
his seat, and sighs a sigh of relief He finally feels like everything will be just fine for the 
landing. It'll land safely, they'll get great photos, and the rover can rest peacefiiUy on Mars. He 
organizes the papers on his desk. The past few days have made him careless and everything is 
strewn all over the desk. This takes him a few minutes, and now he is kind of bored. His team 
has handled everything gracefully, and now all there is to do is sit and watch it slowly approach 
its target, and deal with whatever circumstances are thrown at them. He looks to the top-right 
comer of the humongous status screen, and sees that it's 12:19 PM. 1:13:28:37. His stomach is 
rumbling and he decides to treat himself to lunch at his favorite restaurant, Scheslinger's 
Steakhouse, right in the middle of downtown. After all, he's done such a fantastic job so far in 
this mission, he thinks he should treat himself. He gets out of his seat, puts his jacket on, and 
tells Dwight that he'll be back by 1. 

After enjoying his delicious steak lunch and he's driving back to the space center, he 
begins to think to himself, ^ I really am so lucky. I have an amazing job, great co-workers, and 



Red Bird has been going so well over the last month, I've barely had any work to do. I can 't 
think of one thing that can take me out of this good mood. ' 

Patrick pulls up to the security officer and shows him his ID. He runs it through the 
ancient scanner that takes what feels like an eternity. Patrick still doesn't understand why he has 
to scan it. Patrick's worked here for 14 years and has seen Randall, the security guard, just about 
everyday for those years. Randall hands Patrick his company ID back and Patrick thanks him and 
speeds away. 

Patrick pulls into his reserved parking spot humming Let's Live for Today by The Grass 
Roots. Man, he misses when songs like that were played on the radio. Luckily, his 13-year-old 
son, Scott, loves classic rock. It's just about the only thing they can agree on. He shuts the door 
of his gray Audi sedan and walks through the big glass doors into the employees section of the 
space center. Half of it is a museum for space and human flight technology and history, the other 
the operations wing. The museum is a very popular spot for tourists and citizens alike. He takes a 
left and walks down a long hallway. He sees the monitor at the end of the hallway that reads 
'RED BIRD' with the ETA clock beneath it right next to the door and smiles a little. He scans 
his ID and walks into the office. As soon as he walks in, he immediately regrets not just going to 
the food court for lunch. 

Patrick is greeted with about 10 different people who speak with distressed, harsh and 
quick speaking tones. He can't quite make out anything of what anyone's saying. Papers are 
being thrown at him, people are sprinting through the office. Complete chaos. He walks into the 
large control room, and looks up at the screen. What he saw was like something straight out of a 
nightmare. The screen was lit up like a Christmas tree. Red, yellow and orange lights flashed all 



over. Fuel was dramatically lower than it was when he left, thrust rates were at an all time low, 
and Dwight is doing a billion things at once on his screens. He sprints up to him. 

"Dwight, Dwight?! What's going on here?!" Patrick screams in a worried tone. 

"Patrick, there was a catastrophic explosion inside the capsule. We have no idea what 
caused it or what's going to happen, but it doesn't look good," Dwight responds in a distraught 
tone. 

"Well, what are our options?" Patrick replies. 

"We don't have many. We can see if we can get the rover to Mars, but it might not be 
worth it. I can't seem to be able to make contact with the rover at all, so even if by some stretch 
of the imagination we did get it to Mars, I doubt I'd be able to get any control of the rover while 
it's on the ground. I probably couldn't even open the bay door for the Rover to get out," Dwight 
answers. 

"No, no, no, no, no.." 

Patrick storms up the steps to his desk. Running through his mind are a hundred different 
possible solutions and he can't see any of them being optimal. He decides to consult his team. 

"Attention, everyone, can I have yovir attention please?" Patrick screams. "We all know 
what happened today. An explosion occurred inside Red Bird's capsule as it was preparing for 
landing. Now, none of us have any idea what happened either inside or outside the capsule to 
create this explosion. Does anyone have any ideas?" 

"Could it have been hit by some sort of space debris? Like an asteroid or something?" 
asks Timothy Campbell. 

"No, I don't think so," Patrick replies in a lost voice. 



"Hey Pat?" Dwight blurts out. 

"What's up, Dwight?" Patrick replies. 

"It appears that the cause of the accident was a fuel leak, which, by what it looks like 
from the data, dripped onto an uninsulated electrical wire, sparking a fire and then an explosion. 
Our sensors onboard make it look like a fuel leak almost certainly happened." Dwight states in a 
scared tone. 

"Well, looks like all we can do is ditch the mission," Patrick mumbles. 

The whole team turns around and stares at the now mostly blank status screen. Patrick 
slowly walks back to his desk, cursing under his breath. The screen shows only the time fuel, the 
ETA, and a computer-generated animation of what . It's 2:02 PM. 1:1 1:53:14. The fuel is almost 
at zero. The team falls silent as they can do nothing, and watch the rover reach zero fuel and drift 
away into outer space. 



